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The 239 Rebview of Books

Editorial

Welcome to our new reviewer, Declan Finn. He is a real writer of novels. His extensive blog is to be
found at http://www.declanfinn.com.

We exist because our writers and editorial staff contribute their unceasing labors to our cause. We
would be delighted to publish more reviews if we could get them, not to mention articles on literary
criticism or prose bono—better prose. We are always grateful to new writers to let us consider their
reviews.

Among our reviewers, we must be especially grateful to Pat Patterson, Jim McCoy, Chris Nuttall,
Heath Row, Tamara Wilhite, Jason P. Hunt, Mindy Hunt, and Samuel Lubell. Jagi Lamplighter and
Cedar Sanderson give us peerless prose on creating and marketing stfnal prose, art, and marketing.
Their articles are an invaluable contribution to the future writing efforts of every reader.

I~ I~~~

The N3F Review of Books is published by the National Fantasy Fan Federation, PO Box 143, To-
nopah NV 89049 and is distributed for free to N3F Members and archival sites. Editor: George Phillies,
48 Hancock Hill Drive, Worcester MA 01609, phillies@4liberty.net. In some issues proofreading sup-
port is provided by Jean Lamb. Regular contributors include Pat Patterson, Jim McCoy, Chris Nuttall,
Tamara Wilhite, Samuel Lubell, Heath Row, Jagi Lamplighter, and Cedar Sanderson. Our lead review-
ers all have blogs or web sites. Several of them link from their reviews to Amazon; if you buy at Ama-
zon.com via their web pages, they get a modest financial reward. Some of them also write novels:

Declan Finn http://www.declanfinn.com

Jason P. Hunt http://SciFi4dMe.com http://SciFi4Me.tv
Mindy Hunt: http://SciFi4Me.com http://SciFi4Me.tv

Jagi Lamplighter http://SuperversiveSF.com

Jim McCoy http://JimbosSFFreviews.blogspot.com

Chris Nuttall http://ChrisHanger.wordpress.com

Pat Patterson http://Habakkuk21.blogspot.com

George Phillies http://books-by-george.com

Cedar Sanderson: http://www.CedarWrites.com

Tamara Wilhite also appears at http://Libertylslandmag.com

To join the N3F: http://N3F.org./join. Submit articles to the editor, George Phillies, phillies@4liberty.
net as text files, MSWORD files, or .odt files. The N3F claims no ownership on published submissions
beyond the nonexclusive right to distribute the Review and its articles in all formats, including archival
sites.
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A Deadly Education by Naomi Novik
Review by Christopher G. Nuttall

http://ChrisHanger.wordpress.com

I decided that Orion needed to die after the second time he saved my life. I hadn’t really cared much
about him before then one way or another, but I had limits. It would’ve been all right if he’d saved my
life some really extraordinary number of times, ten or thirteen or so—thirteen is a number with distinc-
tion. Orion Lake, my personal bodyguard; I could have lived with that. But we’d been in the Scholo-
mance almost three years by then, and he hadn’t shown any previous inclination to single me out for
special treatment.

“Selfish of me, you’ll say, to be contemplating with murderous intent the hero responsible for
the continued survival of a quarter of our class. Well, too bad for the losers who couldn’t stay afloat
without his help. We’re not meant to all survive, anyway. The school has to be fed somehow.”

One of the fundamental truths of the Wizard School genre is that most wizarding schools are not the
sort of places the average parent wants to send their sons or daughters. Hogwarts, for example, would
have been shut down years ago if it was accountable to OFSTED, and the same can probably be said
for Whitehall, Jude’s and every other magic school I’ve created. The combination of poor teaching,
poor teachers and magical bullying would be quite bad enough even if the school didn’t have a tradition
of rounding out the year with an attack by the local dark lord. This is, of course, part of the point; the
schools may be dangerous, from a parent’s point of view, but pretty fun to anyone who doesn’t have to
stay there and deal with the horror.

A Deadly Education takes the concept of a dangerous wizarding school to extremes. The Scholomance
—a name with a long history in the genre — was founded by a collection of magicians enslaved to pro-
vide education for their children. There are no teachers — the school itself provides the education, in a
manner that can only be described as perverse. It is also a magnet for deadly creatures of all shapes
and sizes, a problem made worse by the fact the school rests within a location that practically breeds
the creatures. Nowhere is safe, creating an impression of Harry Potter meeting The Hunger Games
and Alien. The kids are forced into alliances to survive, often facing the blunt choice between killing
their fellows or being killed themselves. It is deadly enough to make Hogwarts look relatively safe.

The story follows El Higgins, a young girl sucked into the Scholomance when she entered the right age
group (among other atrocities, the school effectively kidnaps kids who have no magical background).
We are told that El has a dark power, but we see relatively little of it (beyond the fact her long-dead
father’s family were willing to kill her as a baby, because of some dumb prophecy). We do see her
forming, somewhat by accident, a friendship/romance with Orion Lake and using it to form a circle of
newer friends that work together to save themselves. El is an interesting choice for hero, at least at first,
and I found her more than a little off-putting. She grows better as the story evolves, particularly as she
starts to understand what’s really going on.

Like many post-Potter books, A Deadly Education works to deconstruct some aspects of the universe.
The enclave kids are de facto magical aristocracy, with advantages and privileges some of them don’t
really understand. This makes them the target of a great deal of resentment from the rest, although — as
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El notes — the enclave kids are just doing what everyone else would to survive. The high price of aris-
tocracy is pointed out, as some of the kids desperately fighting to get themselves into an enclave find
themselves unwillingly attached to aristocrats who commit atrocities to save themselves. So too is the
bitterness that undermines any hope of dealing with the crisis in the school.

It also touches on a hero, Orion Lake, whose position in the school is largely based on being the hero.
He’s a do-gooder who does good because it’s the only way to keep his place. He comes across as igno-
rant at times, not asking questions about what’s around him until El forces him to think ... not unlike
some particularly sour impressions of Harry Potter. The relationship between the two is based on a sur-
prisingly solid base — El is the first person who isn’t overawed by him — and can be surprisingly sweet
at times.

A Deadly Education does manage to pose an overwhelming problem, with a surprisingly neat solution.
It both concludes the book plot and manages to leave room for book two (Amazon says there’s at least
one more coming.) It does point out issues with Harry Potter while forging an identity of its own.
Overall, it manages to be a fairly decent (and reasonably clean) YA fantasy. Sex is mentioned, but nev-
er seen; the only sexual contact within the book is a kiss between the two characters. It does include a
diverse cast of characters, including El herself, but this never drags the book down.

The book’s weaknesses, however, do threaten to drag it down. El comes across as more than a little
unsympathetic at first, as I said above. There’s a lot of infodumping in the first few chapters, not least
because the story opens with El already at the school and there’s a lot we don’t know about it.
There’s also the fact that the system itself is practically designed to be horrible, thus suggesting the
magical world is either evil or demented. Indeed, only the fact that kids are practically kidnapped
when they’re transported to the school explains its continued survival. It makes one wonder what
might happen if the school fell to the monsters ...

Overall, A Deadly Education is a pretty good short read, once you get through the first chapters. I rec-
ommend it.

Alien Hunter The White House by Whitley Strieber
Review by Mindy Hunt

http://SciFi4Me.com

I have finally finished the third book in Whitley Strieber’s Alien Hunter series. I'm glad that I had the
opportunity to a complete collection of books, but I can also say it couldn’t happen soon enough.

We meet up with Flynn Carroll a few years after the events of the last book. He’s moved to Washing-
ton D.C. and is deeper into the unnamed government agency. Aliens are still the threat, but they’ve
upped their game. This time it’s on the international chess board and Flynn knows they’re deep into
different governments, but how and why, he’s unsure. The knowledge we gained about the alien tech-
nology from the previous book comes into play. We find out how they are using it to manipulate hu-
manity. During this discovery, Flynn gains an unlikely ally who has just as much to lose if the aliens
succeed. Slowly the pieces come together and it becomes a race against time to stop them.

Like the last two books, the action starts immediately and doesn’t slow down. I have no issue with this,
as it’s a way to get the reader sucked into the story quickly. I knew that this book would be a ride like
its predecessors. However, since I’ve read the first two books recently, I’ve picked up on Strieber’s



The 239 Rebview of Books

formula, at least with these. The farther I got into the book, the more predictable it became. I’'m sure if I
were reading these as they were released it would be less obvious.

Not only was the structure of the book predictable, but so was the final outcome. I feel Strieber made
the “villain” too obvious with the description of this character and their history with other characters.
With the first two books, I felt he threw a few curves, but not here. In the last book, I enjoyed Flynn’s
side trip and it made sense for the movement of the story. This book’s side journey...I’m still trying to
best figure out how it helped move the story forward except to give us a great action sequence.

I’ve enjoyed the three books, probably in the order of Underworld, Alien Hunter, then White House.
I’'m sure that if Strieber wrote a fourth Alien Hunter book, I would get around to reading it, but I would
hope that he would mix his formula up a tad and throw the reader for a loop.

Been There, Done That by Mackey Chandler

Review by Pat Patterson
http://Habakkuk21.blogspot.com

And now, it's story time, with Papa Pat! Gather around me, O my best-beloved, and I will share of my
treasure of experience, that your life may be long in the land and your refrigerators full of food.

Lo, long, long these many years ago, long before YOUR time, O my best-beloved, when Mr. Carter
lived in the White House -

- What's that, Dougie? You remember Mr Carter in the White House? Well, yes you do, Dougie, for
you and I are nearly of an age.

Well, back in that day -

-What is it this time, Dougie? You remember Mr Ford and Mr Nixon and Mr Johnson, too? Yes,
Dougie, but that isn't the time of which I speak.

-What, Dougie? You remember Mr Kennedy and Mr. Eisenhower? You're PUSHING it, Dougie! Now
unless you need to go to the bathroom, sit over there and don't interrupt me again!

Now, as | was saying, there came a time back in that day when your Papa Pat was appointed as a Youth
Shaman, to oversee the spiritual welfare and training of copious youths, ranging from 12 years old to
18 years old. And yea and verily, Papa Pat was sorely perplexed in those time to reach out to the ding-
bats and knuckleheads with whom he was entrusted. (For, you must know, O my best beloved, he was
not yet Papa Pat in those days, but merely Pat.)

And it came to pass that on one evening he desired greatly to teach them of responsibility and leader-
ship. And he chose Jimmy, the most knuckleheaded dingbat of the group as his demonstrator.

Papa Pat brought forth a black robe, with the appearance of silk (but it was really paper; he had gradu-
ated from college in it); and he bade knuckleheaded dingbat Jimmy to stand forth in front of the group,
and he said,

"Jimmy, I am ordaining you as the Head Shaman over all the people. And they shall come to you when
they need comfort; and they shall come to you when they need advice; and they shall come to you to
perform their weddings and sacred ceremonies and funerals. And in time of war, they shall come to you
and ask for your counsel."
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And behold, as Papa Pat was saying these things, he took the black robe, and he laid it on Jimmy's
shoulders, and he placed Jimmy's arms in the sleeves, and he hung it over Jimmy's frame, and he fas-
tened the robe on Jimmy, and as he was speaking his last words, he knelt down in front of the knuckle-
headed dingbat Jimmy, and fastened the hooks of the robe at the bottom,

And he remained kneeling in front of knuckleheaded dingbat Jimmy, and he looked up at Jimmy's face,
well aware of the silence that had come over the group, and he saw the slightest hint of tears in Jimmy's
eyes.

And, as he continued to kneel, he said to Jimmy, "How did that make you feel?"
And Jimmy replied, in a small voice, "Like I might be worth something, for once."
And then Papa Pat said "And what would you do if someone came to attack your people?"

And young, knuckleheaded dingbat Jimmy tightened his face, and gritted his teeth, and said in a reso-
lute voice, "I'd FIGHT 'em!"

And this, O my best beloved, is the end of that story. No, Dougie, I am not going to tell another today.
Now, y'all go someplace else and try to stay out of trouble; I have work to do.

What is the relevance of this (true!) story to Mackey Chandler's excellent work, Neither Here Nor
There'?

Just this: knuckleheaded dingbats like Jimmy do not, and could not, exist in the society that April and
her companions have developed. There is no room for 'spare people.' Young folks, like knuckleheaded
dingbat Jimmy, are not shoved into a classroom and expected to behave for 8 hours a day, then released
to their own devices until they are compelled to show up again the next morning. Instead, there is
PLENTY of meaningful work, and no one cares that they are young. What matters is whether or not
they are competent. And they ALWAYS, ALWAYS have a chance to feel like they are worth some-
thing. Not just for once, either. Their contributions are vital to the well-running society.

It's NOT like sending kindergartners off to the coal mine; there is plenty of time for recreation, and ed-
ucation isn't neglected, either. However, if someone has a useful contribution to make, they are allowed
to make it, and the money is theirs. There are various ways in which their rights may be protected,
should a parent decide to take their income for themselves; however, they don't just jump in and rip
kiddies from their mothers' arms, either.

It's a good time to be in this world. There is plenty of work to be done; anyone who wants to can find
work, but no one has to grind themselves to death just to pay for food and shelter for the day.

Much of this can be attributed to April's own experience. She had a dreadfully hard time being taken
seriously when she started out, and whether it was her intent to prevent that sort of foolishness from
happening again, that has been the result of her efforts.

Okay, this post has great symbolic value for me. It's NOT a very good review of the book; I only
touched upon one CENTRAL aspect of the plot. There is MUCH more going on. HOWEVER! It's the
first book review I have been able to write since September 25. and I'm not going to let the perfect be
the enemy of the completed.
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Candidate Spectrum by Brian Cato

Review by Jason P Hunt
http://SciFi4Me.com

What if Superman ran for president?

That’s basically the premise behind Brian Cato’s Candidate Spectrum, wherein the superhero known as
Spectrum decides that saving people handfuls at a time isn’t good enough. He feels like he can do
more, that he should do more, to help humanity on a more systemic level. So he dumps his superhero
persona and runs for office using his civilian alter-ego of Grant Goslin, formerly of FEMA.

On its face, it’s an intriguing notion. Especially when you consider the question of how a superpowered
being can act with restraint and work within a system such as a government. It’s hard enough for regu-
lar people to maintain self-control in the face of the bureaucratic mentality.

Unfortunately, while the idea is interesting, the execution isn’t. The book starts off with Spectrum per-
forming various acts of heroism, but when he finds himself not able to save everyone in a train wreck,
he starts to question his purpose. After discussions with Ma & Pa, he decides to run for office. And
that’s where the book sort of crumbles. The rest of the narrative — all told in third person present tense
— feels like I’'m reading transcripts of interviews with white papers.

One of the fundamentals in good storytelling is “Show, don’t tell” and this book needed a judicious
amount of that here. Certain passages gloss over the inner workings and machinations of a political
campaign, while in other places emphasis is placed on minutiae. And the conversations that Grant has
with people about various topics come across as research papers for a college class instead of real con-
versations. People talk in short sentences, most of the time, and that’s missing here. They also move.
And they react. And they change posture. There are a thousand little things that happen in the course of
a scene that should give the reader a sense of the space these characters occupy, and that’s strikingly
absent from Cato’s narration.

The frustrating thing about it is that at its core, it’s an interesting premise for a story. What would hap-
pen if a superhero ran for elected office? Would the power set become a campaign issue? Would there
be pushback because of the whole “secret identity” thing? Would there be questions about some kind of
registry similar to the Sokovia Accords over in the Marvel Cinematic Universe? Ultimately, Grant’s
powers don’t factor in much after he starts his campaign, and there’s an entire branch of story that re-
mains unexplored.

I also think the choice of present tense narration is a mistake, but I think that every time I run across it
(looking at you, Wendig), so it’s not a complaint that’s unique to this book. I can’t stand present tense
narration for a story. It barely works for oral presentations, and even then it has to be done “just so” in
order to be effective.

The story also suffers from the lack of an antagonist, or at the very least the lack of a ticking time
bomb. There’s no urgency. Grant spends all of his time in conversations and interviews, and there’s no
real drama such as you would expect in a story about a political campaign. Especially after the drama
that we’re seeing play out in real time now. Politics are ugly. The people immersed in politics can be
just as ugly. There’s drama in almost every development of a campaign, and that’s missing here. There
are no stakes. You get no sense that the election matters, except every now and again Grant worries
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about how he can do more to help humanity, and figuring out what that means.

It’s a decent B-plot, but there’s no main story here. Ultimately, the book suffers for that. Lots of
potential here, but it’s never fully realized.

Deathlords by Jason Cordova

Review by Pat Patterson
http://Habakkuk21.blogspot.com

If you had asked me last week, I would have told you that I had read everything Jason Cordova has
written. That appears not to be the case, because I can find no record of having read the previous in-
stallment in this series.

I'm not going to claim that catching up was super easy, barely an inconvenience, because it's obvious
that I missed out on some great story. However, there are no places where I was lost. Part of that is be-
cause the scenes themselves are so compelling; you don't spend ANY time wondering what has hap-
pened if you come across your destroyed homestead, with dead strangers on the lawn, and dead family
inside the front door.

Which is what happens in the first scene.

Nope, as the reader, you are immediately immersed in the character's decisions about WHAT MUST I
DO NEXT? That's the way it goes with this story: someone butchers the Espinoza family, and is oblite-
rated in the process; someone else has killed the emperor and his guards. All of that action took place in
the prior installments, and the particulars don't really matter, because the focus remains on what hap-
pens next.

So: what does happen next? "I seek righteousness, as should we all, but I will settle for re-
venge." (Spoken to Denzel Washington in "The Magnificent 7)

Yup, it's mainly about payback; however, the actions have triggered a civil war between two political
factions, and each one has an identical twin to champion their cause.

Ya don't see that identical twin bit very often any more, do you?

A remaining, deeply undercover Espinoza family member has been given the role of a dilettante Sena-
tor to play, and it is a function of his particular Senate seat to approve, or disapprove, a nomination to
become head of government. He doesn't really have a good choice in either faction, so he uses a techni-
cality to rule the selection invalid, and proceeds to run away.

People pursue him.

Tiny nutshell statement: The brothers and a father, nobody know where anybody else is or what they
are doing, but it's all key to the survival of humanity. And it MUST be resolved, because Evil Factions
have managed to marginalize and enslave a significant fraction by casting aspersions on their genetic
integrity.

This book will be of particular interest to those who follow the series, because some SIGNIFICANT
plot points are resolved. Others remain open questions, and the story is moving at high velocity when
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we come to the end of the book.

TRUE FACT: Lots of fascinating military technology here, including mecha suits worthy of Johnny
Rico and his buddies; nasty aliens perform experiments on helpless human children, giving at least one
of them spooky brain power.

HOWEVER, it isn't the flash and dazzle that drives this story line along; it's the commitment of the
family to honor and each other.

Get the entire series.

Eric Olafson: Midshipman by Vanessa Ravencroft
Review by Jim McCoy

http://JimbosSFFreviews.blogspot.com

I love a good space opera. It's pretty much impossible that I wouldn't. I mean, I grew up on Star Trek:
The Original Series and then got into every iteration that came after. It's in my blood. That much being
said, I'd like to say this: Thank you, Vanessa Ravencroft, for upholding my faith in my favorite sub-
genre of Science Fiction. Seriously. Eric Olafson: Midshipman knocked it out of the park. I'll get to
why in just a bit, but for now the disclaimer:

This is the eighth book in the series. I was able to follow 95% of it easily. It was all entertaining. I'm
really only mentioning this because I know some people (and I happen to be one of them) prefer to start
a series at the beginning. If you're looking for book one, it ain't here. If you're looking for a rollicking
good time though, look no further. This one owns it.

Eric Olafson is not your typical midshipman/cadet. He has decorations that many senior officers don't,
including the equivalent of the Congressional Medal of Honor. He seems to be beloved by just about
every race of aliens in the galaxy, including the mysterious ones that no human seems to understand.
And believe me, no one who is not a Narth really understands the Narth, but they love them some Mid-
shipman Olafson. Seriously. That's really cool though because we get to see all kinds of alien races.
With apologies to the Honor Harrington saga, the best Space Opera always includes aliens. Trek, Wars,
Green Lantern, etc. It's an old tradition and it gets carried on here.

I want to praise Ravencroft for something else as well: Many authors have characters that are either gay
or have some kind of weird gender but very few get it right. Ravencroft does. EO:M is a story about a
person named Eric Olafson who has two genders (I may be describing this wrong, I'm not an expert on
the subject) but the story is about his second and third years at the United Stars Naval Academy. This is
not a story about someone having a mixed gender, it is the story of a mixed gendered person. It's a good
story. Very rarely have I seen books with mixed gender and/or gay characters that actually managed to
tell a good story but Ravencroft pulled it off. Kudos to her.

There is something else that works with the whole mixed gender thing. Eric thinks that no one knows,
but everyone does. They just don't care. He's in the closet for no reason. I like that. Most people have
no problems with a person being mixed-gender and/or homosexual in today's society. A lot of the
supposed transgressions committed by those of us who are not gay (although certainly not all) are
more a matter of the way things are perceived. Ravencroft seems to get this.

The story of Eric Olafson: Midshipman focuses on the titular characters second and third years at the
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naval academy. Olafson and his friends get into more trouble than the Harry Potter gang. Really. These
guys could walk into a Kool-Aid tasting and walk out with a collection of black eyes and scalps. It
makes the book fun. If you're looking for action look here because you'll find plenty.

Olafson alternates between extremely humble and a take no shit attitude. It fits though. I want to know
how Ravencroft pulled this off. One minute, Olafson is like "Aw shucks" and the next he's like "Yes, I
am an officer and I earned these medals. Follow my orders, dammit!" It's impressive.

The book offers several interludes. These switch point of view and location of the narrator. This is a
good thing. This is the exact technique used by just about every movie or TV show ever. More authors
should do this, because it gives the reader a much better understanding of what is going on in the wide
world without necessarily informing the main character or something he doesn't need to know. And
let's face it: We all love to squirm when the MC acts without knowledge that we have as readers/
viewers. It just works.

Some of the gadgetry in the book is just plain cool as well. Every Space Opera ever (I may be exagger-
ating) has a device that produces a pressed uniform on command, but only the Galactic Chronicles has
a device that will put your outfit on you. The power armor in the book includes rockets so that Marines
can work/fight in space. The list goes on. I like SF doohickies. Chalk this one up as a win.

I'm confused though. This book is clearly labeled as eighth in the series, but there is only one other
book available. I want a chance to read the rest of these books and I'm willing to pay for them, but I
can't. That's frustrating. I want to give my money to read the books. This should be a fairly easy thing
to negotiate. I mean, I know some authors get frustrated with the whole "Shut up and Take My Money"
thing but damn. Where are the other seven books?

While I'm kvetching about things that have nothing to do with the story... I received this book as an
ARC for review in e-book form. Yet, when I check Amazon I don't get a link to an ebook. I have noth-
ing against a hardcopy release but I'm confused. The work has already been done. Why is there no e-
book available? It seems to me that she'd make more money selling both for whatever that's worth.

My only complaint about the actual story is one that has been made over and over about heroes in sto-
ries. Olafson is way too good at, well, everything. He doesn't seem to have a weak spot. He out battles
one of his friends who comes from a race that is supposedly invincible in hand to hand fighting. He
commands the biggest starship in the fleet on his first day as a cadet and gets through his first combat
almost perfectly. He boards another ship in combat and comes back alive and victorious. I mean, this
guy couldn't mess up if he tried. Oh, and he's a diplomatic wiz too. The various alien races in the book
all recognize Eric as one of their own, even though he is clearly human. Overall though, the story was
awesome and the flaws forgivable.

Bottom Line: 4.5 out of 5 Auto Dressers

Escort Duty by Tom Rogneby

Review by Pat Patterson
http://Habakkuk21.blogspot.com

I should have known I was in for something unusual when the graphic of the book cover only took up
the bottom half of the page in my Kindle Library. Wasn't really expecting THIS, though; six short sto-
ries, in WILDLY divergent settings. Admittedly, I already knew Rogneby was a author with an unusual
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ability to write about different worlds, and make them believable. My first exposure was to his book of
the Lost Legion, Via Serica, in 2015. That book was so good, I literally got lost in doing research to
supplement my appreciation of the text, so much so that I forgot to write the review until two years lat-
er. Bad, Bad Reviewer! No Cookie!

I've also got a huge affection for his Daddy Bear stories. If you haven't discovered the loveliness of a
mashup of suburban life and medieval magic, then stop reading this now, and go get Tales of the Mini-
vandians. I love the stories for their own sake, BUT I also used them to drown out my screams and
whimpers during more than one long session in the dentist's chair, as beautiful women stabbed me in
the face with sharp pointy things.

The following is the sum total of my Amazon review:

"Escort Duty," the first and longest of the stories in the collection, could very well have been set in
Daddy Bear's universe. It's the story of a powerful and powerfully determined princess, determined to
achieve her goal without understanding all the details and sacrifices that have to be made; and it's the
story of a not-so-glamorous dude on a horse, who has certain skills and talents, and who has pledged
his life to see her safely home. Bad things happen. Will good things come of that?

"Grandma's Kitchen" is the next story, and I still don't know whether to be warmed and comforted at
the example of the sweetness of a sanctuary, created by a grandmother's love; or to be horrified at the
prospect of a reincarnation to make good the things we did wrong in this life. For some, the concept of
reincarnation may not be terrifying but for me? Brrrrr. HOWEVER! This is a fresh take, and Rogneby
has the ability to make you feel the warmth of a Grandma's kitchen, whatever it represents.

"Plaza of Pain" is over the top. It's so over the top, it ALMOST aggravated me, until I realized it was
deliberately over-stating every cliche of smash-em bop-em love-em shoot-em fiction, and then turning
up the amp to 11. And that's when it got FUNNY.

"Sacrifice" is beautifully moving. Rogneby takes a minor liberty with time, altogether excusable, given
the cast of characters, and ties together two foundational stories of sacrifice and redemption. This is one
you need to spend some time with.

"Victory Garden" is a sad, post-apocalyptic tale of a guy just trying to get by, and they won't let him.
Figuratively, they have strapped his hands down and covered him with lice, and now they hit him when
he wiggles. The society he describes must have closely resembled that found in the earliest years of the
USSR, but is made more poignant because the level of prosperity in the United States didn't require
anyone to riot because they were starving. We just did it to ourselves because we could.

"The War," the last selection in the book, concerns the aftermath of a series of terrorist attacks in the
United States. It's a very, very unpleasant scenario, but in my opinion, there really isn't anything we
currently have in place that will prevent it. The United States is a haven for people who want a better
life, and if they can walk into the country, so can bad actors. And we really have been at peace for so
long that it seems it will never end, but that's simply not the case. Rogneby merely takes incidents that
occur regularly in, for example, Israel, and has them take place here. At best, we respond in the way he
describes.

This was a tough book for me to review, largely because it covers so much ground. Regardless, it's a
GREAT read, and I strongly recommend it.

10
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Fire from Ashes by Sam Schall and Amanda S. Green

Review by Pat Patterson
http://Habakkuk21.blogspot.com

I may as well tell you up front: I got the book MONTHS ago, and it was supposed to be read and re-
viewed before Dragon Con. However, those awards took precedence, and then I hit a combination of
Reviewers Block and Life Events; thus, the delay in reviewing must fall entirely on my shoulders, and
is no fault of the author or her work.

This is the fourth book in the series, which evidently is planned to completed in a fifth book. And thus,
the bookworm's dilemma: I really, really want to find out the end of the plot lines, so I want to get to
the end, BUT I also am so fascinated by the story that I don't want it to end. | KNOW it has to end from
my own experience. However, we who are bookworms always want MOAR!!~!~!!l Well, not AL-
WAYS. If I never read another word GRRM writes, it will bother me not at all.

Ashlyn Shaw isn't the first female hero I've followed, but she is the first female hero that had me exam-
ining the difference in my literary heroes at age 10 and those of age 65. Is it a simple formula? Do you

just take Sergeant Rock, add 55 years, and you get Ashlyn Shaw? Let's face it: there are some amazing
resemblances. They both care about the troops under their command. They both are HIGHLY mission

oriented. They are both, unequivocally, Good Guys. And say it I must: they are both bad-asses, of cos-

mic proportions.

At the beginning of this penultimate (perhaps) installment of the series, Ashlyn has risen in the organi-
zation from being the commander of a single company at the beginning. More significantly, she has
been completely exonerated of the charges and suspicion that she was a traitor to her nation/planet of
Fuercon. Those who set her up in an attempt to bring Fuercon down are in prison, where she can't get at
them. And the evidence, that it was a professed ally who put the entire scheme in motion, is mounting.

It's the development of these themes that comprises the bulk of the book.

Not all that has hurt her command and her country has been a result of enemy action. Sometimes it was
simple incompetence; other times, nepotism has put people in command of combat units, when they
would be better off commanding a messkit-repair depot.

That latter approach, by the way, of putting people in command for reasons other than ability to com-
mand, has a mirror image in the career formation of the enemies of Fuercon. In those cases, it appears
that terror, in the form of fear of death at the hands of a vexed supervisor, is regarded as the appropriate
command strategy. That alone would make them repugnant enough to fight, regardless of their policies
toward conquered planets. Fortunately, it's a strategy which does not make for an efficient military in
the long-term.

As long as Amazon utilizes a single five-star scale for rating a book, reviews are going to be affected
by too many factors to be truly accurate. The characters and the story are of the sort that keep me com-
ing back for more, but there are too many copy-proofing errors for me give the fifth star. Those are eas-
ily filtered out by the reader, however, and I knew what the author MEANT to say from the context.
My end impression is of a well-told story that needs $25 worth of copy-editing paid to some reasonably
competent high school senior, who can also use this for extra credit in Senior English. YMMV
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Hazardous Magic by Tiffanie Gray

Review by Pat Patterson
http://Habakkuk21.blogspot.com

I only had one bad moment with this book: when I looked down at the progress indicator, and saw that
I was at the 93% mark. "Oh, no! This isn't a book, it's a SHORT STORY!"

Alas, this is ONE of the problems with shifting from books printed on dead trees, and books printed
with motivated photons: There isn't any PHYSICAL clue as to the size. It's only when a read becomes a
problem that I ever check the page count. In this case, the problem is that [ wanted MOAR!!!

The subtitle tells me that this is a "Terran-Subterran' story, and that's a universe with which I was previ-
ously unaware. It really doesn't matter for the enjoyment of this work; the incidents in which conflict
arises stand on their own, and you don't need to know the history to have a big yock at what's happen-
ing. All that you NEED to know of the back story is revealed as you go along. Specifically: The ONLY
questions you have at the end of the book are of the 'Where can I find more of this?', NOT "What the
heck did he mean by THAT reference" or "Why in the world did the character do THAT?"

Some time in the not-too-distant past, creatures who had been living UNDER the surface of the earth
emerged to daylight; conflict ensued. I am not sure whether to other non-standard beings and creatures
appeared at the same time, but hopefully, future writings will make that apparent.

Protagonist Ace Anshelm is a private pilot, nicknamed 'Demon’ for his uncanny ability to fly safely in
places where "angels feared to tread." Despite the moniker, he is 100% human; he is merely gifted with
good reflexes, and a pilot's eye and ability to to analyze. After military service, he started up his own air
cargo airline, but the few contracts he was able to win from established lines resulted in more damage
than his insurance company would stand, and without insurance, there is no way to make a legitimate
living in air cargo.

He was saved from signing up with a big airline by a company specializing in transporting Hazardous
Magic. He has observed their operation over the years, and is impressed with their procedures and
equipment, so despite the name, he has no qualms with joining up with them.

This story describes one flight. An UNUSUAL flight, to be certain, but only slightly so. It seems that
the materials or the process for securing the cargo has not been all that it could be, and assorted entities
emerge, to do damage. AFTER the aircraft is in the air. With only Ace and his giant co-pilot to fly the
plane AND control the mayhem.

If you look on the net, you can find the actual recordings of crew on the flight deck as they encounter
'challenges.' For that matter, the actual recordings of the Apollo 13 crew are available. Forget the mov-
ie; the emotional tone of the Apollo crew and the flight controllers was so mild, you might expect them
to fall asleep at the end of every sentence. And wondrously, Gray manages to put this composure into
the interactions between the flight deck and the tower, as the giant co-pilot fights nasties in the cargo
area and Ace/Demon struggles to keep the keep the aircraft from turning into a bit of inefficient mining
equipment.

There is a note somewhere to the effect that this is a YA book. I rather despise that appellation, since it
makes me think of stupidly simple plots and characters. However, it often is also a code for 'no explicit
sex, no explicit language.' That's the case here. It's a highly amusing story; I MAY make my 14 yer old
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Kenneth read it to see if it's a fit for him, but it is certainly a fit for his 65 year old Papa.

Now, won't you join me in banging on the table with the handle of a broom, and gently urging the writ-

The Last Marine: Books One and Two by T.S. Randell
Review by Jim McCoy

http://JimbosSFFreviews.blogspot.com

Listen, I'm a fan of Science Fiction and Fantasy. I've been an SF fan since my dad sat me down in front
of'a TV with Star Trek on it. Science Fiction literature had to wait a few years, because I hadn't learned
to read by the age of three days.

*SIGH*
It's a failing on my part I know, but can't you cut your boy some slack?

With fantasy, it started a little later when I first saw the animated version of The Hobbit in like first or
second grade. Not my fault that time, [ hadn't been exposed.

Anyway...

As a fan, there are some universes you'd love to live in. Star Trek comes to mind, although I would per-
haps prefer a place not up against one of the Neutral Zones. There is no such thing as a Harry Potter fan
who doesn't want to attend Hogwarts. I'm not convinced that Westeros would be my favorite place, but
Valdemar just might. I don't trust Jayne, but I'd love to work for Captain Mal. And, let's face it, I'd run
spice with Han and Chewie if I thought I'd make enough to make it worth my while.

But when it comes to the universe that T.S. Randell created for his series The Last Marine I think I'll
stay home if given the choice. If. Given. The. Choice. The problem being that I may not be. See, the
United States of The Last Marine is a wokesters paradise. In other words, it's a Communist Hell.

The society of The Last Marine is divided into Elites (people who have the right politics and express
them in ways that benefit the Democrat Party) and everyone else. The Elites get the best food, the best
drinks, the best seats on a plane...

You get the idea. It's remarkably close to the Marxist society of the Soviet Union, where the average
worker got a tiny apartment and Josef Stalin got five dachas and a chauffeur driven limo because SOLI-
DARITY COMRADE!!!

Yeah, it's scary because it's so close to coming true.

Of course, we didn't just happen to get there by accident and Randell's world-building is amazing.
Wait, I'm getting ahead of myself. I hate it when I do that...

The story starts out with a young reporter trying to make something of himself. His name is Joel Levine

and he has a mission: He is to interview the last known living member of the United States Marine
Corps, one Sean Harris, and show the citizens of the United States, indeed the entire human race, what
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a bunch of violent, misogynistic, homophobic, racist baby killers the Marines were.

And yeah, I know I don't do spoilers but this all comes out in the first chapter so it's not reeeeeeallly a
spoiler right?

*WINK*

Most of the two novels are told by use of the flashback technique, following Harris's real world experi-

ences through a war and his return home, which was not all that he could have hoped for. There are rea-
sons for that which I don't want to spoil, so let's just say that it ain't pretty if you're a returning GI. I feel
bad for these dudes and I'm not really the empathetic type if you wanna know the truth.

Randell's use of the flashback, and corresponding occasional return to the present, is amazingly effec-
tive. It's like watching someone's memories in the Pensieve, ala Harry Potter, and then being able to
discuss what you've just seen with that same person. He make